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An experimental version of the one semester high 
school sociology course, "Inquiry in Sociology," was taught by 222 
teachers throughout the United States in the spring of 1969. The 
purpose of this field test was to learn something about its relative 
success in rural, small-town, suburban, and central city schools, and 
with students of various socio-economic backgrounds, abilities, and 
aspirations. The techniques used were: 1) visits by staff members who 
observed classes in session and interviewed both teachers and 
students, 2) multiple-choice tests, and 3) an essay test. Students 
expressed a generally high level of interest in the course, with the 
high points at the beginning and the end. Despite the fluctuations in 
interest, the objective tests indicated a uniformly high performance 
and a low correlation of less than .12 between interest and 
performance, and a consistently high correlation between ability and 
performance, critical thinking skills in analyzing social problem 
situations from a sociological perspective wore measured by the essay 
test. The students appeared x.o have a good grasp of substantive ideas 
and concepts, but a considerably less adequate grasp of sociological 
methods. Certain substantive weaknesses and the effect or teacher 
style are also mentioned. SO 000 241 is a related document. (SEE) 
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A NEW SOCIOLOGY COURSE: SOME RESULTS OP' THE FIELD 






F. Lincoln Grahlfs 



In the spring of 1969 on experimental version of the one semester high school 
sociology .course, Inquiries in Sociology , was taught by 222 teachers throughout 
the Unite'' r '-ates. The purposes of such an extensive field trial were several. 

This course had been a major effort of the project, Sociological Resources for the 
Social Studies and the best information possible was desired for use in its final 
revision prior to publication. In addition, it was desired to learn something 
about its relative success in rural, small -town, suburban \nd central city schools, 
in different parts of the country and with students of various socio-economic 
backgrounds, abilities and aspirations. During the planning stage hopes for a 
third kind of information tr ose; this last wourd be some insight into the most 
effective way of preparing teachers to use these materials. 

A variety of techniques was employed for the puroosr of obtaining data. 

There were visits by staff members who observed classes ir session and inter- 
viewed both teachers and students. There vere also multiple-choice tests and an 
essay test. Unfortunately no control populations vere used for the tests, never- 
theless they provide some valuable diagnostic information. 

A paper presented by Dr. Graeme Fraser at the 1969 meeting of the America" 
Sociological Association discusses in detail some of the attitudes and opinions 
of students and teachers concerning the course, tw recapitulate briefly from 
that paper, students expressed a generally high level of interest in the course, 
but the high points of interest were at. the beginning and the end* teachers 
thought, also, that the first end last parts of the course had the greatest rele- 
vance to the students, thus accounting for the higher interest at those points. 

> 

^ It shoUd, hovever, bo noted that teachers gave the entire course satisfactory 
^ ratings vith regard to relevancy as veil as understandability of sociological 






concepts and stimulation of student thinking and discussion. 

I have, of course, gone on record elsevhere with the opinicn that interest 
to students is important, but should not become such a goal of curriculum 
designers that they sacrifice other important considerations in its pursuit. I 
think the designers of this course have handled the matter of interest admirably. 
It starts with material that is relevant and interesting to the student, thus 
getting him off to an enthusiastic and fruitful start. In the middle it contains 
some of the necessary and important elements which do not generate such high 
interest i then, finally, it concludes on a high interest level. 

Despite fluctuations in interest there is a uniformly high performance and 
a lov correlation (lers than .12) between interest an-l performance. 

Let us look more specifically at the statistics from the objective teste. 
There was a combined total of 159 multiple-choice questions on the four tests. 

On these tests there vas a consistently high correlation between ability and 
performance, an insignificant correlation between interest and performance and a 
high correlation of performance with both the student’s educational aspiration 
and his father’s education. These correlations certainly stem to bear out the 
contention I have made previously that we should not go overboard in trying to 
make material interesting. Make it as interesting as possible, yes! But, in 
any course of study there are segments which are at one and the sane time both 
necessary and vital and also lacking in popular appeal. We should not, in an 
attempt to be popular, slight these topics. I might also note In passing that 
there Is only a negligible correlation {.03y) between interest and ability. 

Certain other features emerge from the test results, such as the fact that 
rural students did slightly more poorly than all others, and central city stu- 
dents were next to rural students. Also, students in the sourthern part of the 
country did slightly more poorly than students from other sections of the country. 
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It must be noted, though, that thesw differences were quite snail and that they 
might well be partly caused by the kind of selection which operated in obtaining 
classes for the trial of the course. 

What did the students take away from this experience? Analysis of the 
response patterns for the several tests reveals a number of features. First, 
there appears to be a definite weakness on the nethodological aide. If we 
isolate the questions which deal with social research techniques, methods end 
vocabulary we find performance quite poor. Half of these questions were missed 
by a major ity of the students wherej.3 only about a sixth of the substantive 
questions fall into that category. The students, then, appear to have a pretty 
good grasp of substantive ideas and concepts but a considerably less adequate 
grasp of sociological r.ethode. 

There are a few small substantive deficiencies which show up in the test 
results. There seems to be a tendency for the students t,o accept geographic 
determinism; they seem not to perceive that ascription of roles inhibits change; 
they fall prey to a misconception common to beginning students in sociology when 
they identify kinship as a necessary ingredient of the primary group. The last 
point is, I suppose, largely attributable to the fact that ve alvayc cite the 
family as an outstanding example of a primary group. Many students thought 
coercion was the control of others through persuasive argument, whereas the course 
defines it as implying the use or :hreat of physical force. Finally, a number of 
questions relating to specific elements of the civil rights movement in the United 
States were included. All these things have been brought to the attention of the 
appropriate SfiSS staff members and hopefully they will have been remedied in the 
published version. 

Certain things are quite difficult to measure in a precise way. Ve tried to 
include in the multiple-choice tests a large number of questions which require 
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the student to apply what ho bar. ler-med-in now context » . f-enernl ly , the- results 
were o.icovraginp in thin regard, but ••* wanted to mo : Tart her. Hov you lol 

the fl.ul^nt think through h rocial situation? To answer this wo h.vi r.orsa of the 
clangor. resrpcml to on essay question concerning i r.ter-r’oup tendons. Again, the 
results were quite encouragin''. Students demonstrated o. good grasp of such con- 
cepts at- stereotyping, social clos3, types of authority end the relationship 
between group purpose and attitude. They also appropriately cited studies from 
the text which applied to the prcbler., nn-1 male r.orre rather sophisticated co.njrenfs 
about the role of the church. 

One thing people frequently ask about sociological course materials is 
whether they will encounter difficulty because of family or community value 
systems. SRSS has been conscious cf arid alert to this from the beginning. 
Inevitably, too, there have been extreme reactions by if dated individuals, but 
these have been minimal. In thie connection, students were asked uoon completion 
of Inquiries in Sociology what aspects of the course, if any, they found offensive. 
Approximately 87? said nothing was offensive to them, but it is interesting to 
note that 8 large part of the remainder indicated that they were offended not by 
the material , but by the teacher and his/her handling of it. This brings mo to 
a most inportant point. 

SPSS is committed to an inquiry approach in instruction and SRSS materials 
have been designed with that in mind, tt becomes increasingly evident, as one 
works in this area, that the teacher is a crucial link ir the process. We there- 
fore built into our student questioner tr 0 rn attempt at measuring the extent to 
which a particular teacher's classroom van inquiry' oriented. Responses to these 
questions and student achievement on the multiple-choice 'sets show a negligible 
correlation. At this stage it is impossible to s\v whether the instrument was 
inadequate or the materials equally effective within a vide variation of 
teachlt z styla. 
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Ve were, at this point, still concerned about one thtnar. Ve often say in 
the social sciences that ve want our students to emerge with an attitude, a 
stance, an affect, vhich has, among other things, been referred to as a 
"sociological perspective." Ve have all wished we could measure this quality, 
but haven't known hov. v irn31y, after much deliberation, fir. Hering and I caio 
up with an instrument which we think taps one dimension of this affect. 

The perron we seek, ve said, is one who responds to social questions by 
investigating the alternatives before he acts. So ve devised a series of prob- 
lem situations, with four possible responses to each one : tvo of the responses 
in each case advocate immediate action nr.d tvo indicate investigation first. 

Our instrument has four such situations. 

For this instrument, we managed to obtain control populations. The instru- 
ment was administered to 100 classes vho had studied I nquiries in Sociology , 
to 20 clarr.vi who had studied sociology using another text, and to 3? classes 
who hud r.ot studied sociology et all. «Mth only four items, our potential 

range of scores is only 0 to ' Rtl d ve cnr.’t hope for statistical significance. 

* 

But the results are, nevertheless, encouraging. The mean score for those vho 
had no sociology was 2.C6, for these who studied sociology with another text 
was 2.90 and for those who studied inquiries, ir Sociology we? £.9^ • 

In conclusion, let me say this. Bo cue set of materials is go 'tig to please 
everyone, and tills course is no exception. By and lar^e. though, the negative 
Comments cancel each other out and, in total, come •' "m a all portion of the 
trial population. Thus, a few thought ve r 'rer “ted a white racist position while 
a few others thoug. t ve were too black oriented, a few thought the writing style 
too difficult while a few others thought it over-simple *>r.d "talking down" to them. 

Ve have attempted to examine In quiries in Sociology fefi thoroughly and from 
as many vantage points as possible. Ve have even tried stne new approaches vhich 



•The higher the score the rreater the tendency tevari investigation. 
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need further development themselves. Ve found a few small problems which we 
hope will be remedied in the revision which is now in progress. . Nevertheless, 
the reception of this course has been generally enthusiastic and the enthusiasm 
seems Justified. 

It is my feeling that a significant part of this course’s success lies in 
the fact that Sts developers have attempted at every step to maximize partici- 
pation of social studies teachers in its development. 
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